
  

 

 

 

 

Report on Case No UU 0026 

 

The complaint 

 

Two lady teachers posted at a [State Secondary School], lodged a complaint on 

22 July, 2020, wherein they claimed that they had, for quite an extended period 

of time, been subjected to hostility and persecution by another member of staff 

who had now become their superior and was causing them great stress and 

distress, making it almost impossible for them to carry out their duties because 

of difficulties concerning co-ordination. 

 

Investigations and findings 

 

The Commissioner interviewed separately the complainants, the Head and the 

Principal of the School and the person indicated as having instigated the events 

outlined in the complaint.  On learning that  the Principal intended to hold a 

video-conference between the two parties, the Commissioner dissuaded him, 

and offered to hold a meeting for the whole Department of English, presided 

over by the Principal, at the premises of the Office of the Ombudsman, he 

himself being present, in order to obtain an assurance from every member of 

staff that they would suspend hostilities for the incoming scholastic year, at the 

end of which any recommendations which the Commissioner would make 

would become operative.  This venture was successful.  Even before this 

meeting, held on 22 September 2020, the Commissioner was already in a 

position to see the way forward, and realised that it would be impossible, given 

the proximity of the date of the re-opening of schools and the parlous 

circumstances under which MEDE was operating as a result of the difficulties 

caused by the COVID 19 pandemic, to suggest any immediate major changes, 

so the accord reached on the 22 September was vital.  

 

Final Opinion  

 

The schism which occurred at the [school’s] English Department was serious, 

long-lasting and produced enduring effects, and so can in no way be treated 

lightly.  Long years of experience told the Commissioner that he was dealing 



  

 

 

with a festering wound which was approaching the stage of gangrene wherein 

serious surgery would be required in order to ensure the health of the school, 

and he wishes to avoid this. 

 

It is far from uncommon to witness personality clashes among members of staff 

in any school, and very often these clashes result from inexplicable antipathy, 

though more often than not there are attempts to give them a vestige of 

rationality by ascribing the whole matter to, for example,  violently-opposed 

political positions.  More often than not, however, they are due to sheer 

incompatibility, for which there is no known cause or cure. 

 

The Commissioner is convinced, after hearing the two factions involved, that 

this was the case at the Middle School.  Both sides produced ‘evidence’, mostly 

in the form of emails, which ‘demonstrated’ their innocence and ‘proved’ the 

other’s provocative and hostile stance.   

 

The Commissioner feels that it is quite pointless to delve into the origins of this 

division, but rather to take it as a state of fact:  the division existed, was obvious 

and well-known even in other quarters outside the school, and had achieved a 

critical mass.  It is the inability to curb and control base emotions like strong 

antipathy, not their possession, which is reprehensible, and both sides showed 

that they were unable to do so.  As such, there was a situation of stalemate.   

 

Any balance prevailing was, however, upset by an email sent by a member of 

staff to the opposing side which was polite in tone but clearly ostracised them 

from the rest, generating isolation together with ancillary emotions of anger, 

frustration and sadness.  It is at this stage that the first administrative cracks 

became observable.   

 

Teamwork is the byword in a school environment, and it should have been very 

obvious to the Senior Management Team (SMT) that a strong reaction was 

called for to stop the rot from spreading.  The reaction of the SMT was 

surprisingly very mild and its mildness was not simply ineffective but, indeed, 

counter-effective, since it generated a feeling, in the receivers of the email (the 

complainants), that they were inferior to the sender, at a time when they were all 

of equal rank.  The sender should have been strongly censured for sending the 

email, and her idea of being entitled to choose who she worked with should 



  

 

 

have been forcefully dismissed.  The complainants, who received the email, felt 

that the sender was being allowed to dictate matters in the school, and this made 

them suspect very unworthy reasons, and to feel that they were the children of a 

lesser god. 

 

Matters took a turn for the worse when the sender of the offending email was 

promoted to Head of Department (HOD) and posted at the same school where 

she had, up to then, been a member of staff.  It is not unknown for this to 

happen, but the sensible, time-honoured and established praxis is for a person to 

report to another school on promotion.  Of course, had common sense prevailed, 

MEDE (Deployment) would have taken advantage of the situation to defuse the 

dangerous situation prevailing at the [school’s], but common sense did not 

prevail, and this raises the Commissioner’s suspicions.  Apparently, the new 

HOD has a rather important relative, and this might have had a bearing on the 

bizarre decision to post her to the same school in which she had been a teacher 

while tempers were high and nerves were frayed.  The Commissioner does not 

imply that the important relative made a recommendation in her regard, or that 

the HOD lobbied, using her alleged connection, but he does feel that the 

decision to retain her at [the school] was influenced by an unseemly sense of 

deference. 

 

Given the toxic atmosphere prevailing at the school, and given the fact that its 

existence was well-known outside the school, the decision to retain her as HOD 

flies in the face of wisdom, common sense and healthy, established practice. 

The Commissioner, therefore, disregards whatever petty technical reasons may 

be proffered by MEDE to explain away the bizarre and perverse deployment 

and roundly condemns MEDE for it, since it only served to exacerbate matters. 

 

This exacerbation was immediately manifest in the response on the part of 

complainants as soon as they became aware of the situation.  Their declaration 

that they were not ready to work with the new HOD is as wrong and 

condemnable as that of the email sent by the HOD before promotion.  Again, 

the SMT’s reaction was weak.  The Commissioner does, however, understand 

that the complainants had been stung to the quick and that it is human to 

manifest extreme reactions in such circumstances.  Retaliation is never right, 

however, and whilst the first email was mischievous, provocative and 

pretentious, this other email was mutinous.   



  

 

 

 

It is here that the sheer scale of the error committed by MEDE becomes 

manifest.  Rather than placating all sides, it pitted them against each other even 

more.  It must be admitted that the HOD stated that she was ready to work with 

everyone, but the Commissioner feels that she had no other option but to do so.  

It is hardly admirable that this sense of responsibility was only manifested when 

she realised that her performance was now dependent on fostering team-work, 

something she hardly did before, and he also notes that her belief that she could 

choose who to work with miraculously evaporated on promotion.  A case of 

onores mutant mores, no doubt.  The Commissioner notes a lack of common 

sense on the part of the HOD who should have drawn MEDE’s attention to the 

difficulties that her posting were bound to produce.  It was very naive of her to 

think that people as deeply angered as the complainants would meekly submit 

and swear loyalty to a foe simply because of rank.  She should have realised she 

was expecting the impossible. 

 

The SMT, too, again displayed spinelessness in not objecting in the strongest 

terms to the HOD’s posting.  The Commissioner expects maturity and foresight 

from SMTs and Principals, not acquiescence to obviously wrong and possibly 

tainted decisions; indeed, such foresight would have urged them to strongly 

insist on rectification because the prevailing situation was bound to affect them 

adversely, as indeed was the case. 

 

The whole cast of this sorry drama, then, consists of sinners; some sins were of 

commission, others of omission.  Some erred more than others, but all 

erred.  Although it is profitless to point fingers at any single person and ascribe 

the entire blame to him or her, the ill-advised email which politely stated that 

the writer was unwilling to work with her colleagues certainly is of crucial 

importance and is hereby condemned.  What is essential, clearly, is the 

rectification of a situation which has created stress, anger, hurt and 

recrimination.  

 

The Commissioner upholds the complainants’ claims, agreeing that they 

suffered hardship but not persecution. 

  

 

 



  

 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

The Commissioner is therefore obliged to make the following 

recommendations: 

 

1) Since at the moment of the compilation of this Final Opinion the new 

scholastic year is but days away, and since the opening of the schools is 

draining MEDE’s attention and resources, it is practical to recommend that the 

status quo of the school’s Department of English, be retained for the duration of 

scholastic year 2020/2021.  The SMT is to monitor the Department to ensure it 

operates professionally and that no personality clashes become manifest.  The 

Commissioner shall be closely monitoring events at the school.  Particular care 

is to be given by SMT to any reports concerning members of Staff’s 

performance, to ensure impartiality and fairness, without veracity being 

jeopardised. 

 

2) The HOD is to be posted to another school for scholastic year 2021/2022 

in the best interests of everyone, without reflecting negatively on her and 

without the move being interpreted in any way as being punitive. 

 

3) MEDE is to ensure that promoted members of staff are to be posted to 

other schools and not retained at the schools they served before promotion. 

 

 

 

 

 

Charles Caruana Carabez                                            2 October 2020 

Commissioner for Education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


